economic improvement linked to reduced violence and relative political stability.3 Outdoor recreation has been core to three of five 'signature projects' central to marketing the region as a tourist destination since 2008 and the Ulster countryside is gaining international exposure as a major location for film and television production.4 While Northern Ireland is hardly unique in seeking to economically exploit its natural beauty,5 this aggressive marketing contrasts sharply with the relative lack of opportunity for recreational access to rural land, other than as a trespasser.
The article first examines the development of statutory provision for recreational access to private land in the various UK regions, highlighting the previously mentioned process of convergence followed by divergence. The empirical study is then introduced and its key findings highlighted and contextualised with reference to a rural geography conceptual framework centred on competing visions of the countryside. The productivist perspective views rural land as an economic resource, principally 'for' exploitation by the agri-food and extractive industries. Post-productivist or multi-functional perspectives afford equal or higher priority to other uses, particularly nature conservation, recreation and aesthetic appreciation. As shall be demonstrated, competition between these two visions is hardly unique to Northern Ireland, with 21 st century authors challenging earlier assertions that rural land use the developed world has moved away from the productivist paradigm.6
Nonetheless, the findings indicate that there are region-specific factors that, in the view of participants, go some way to explaining Northern Ireland's less liberal approach to accommodating outdoor recreation, with closer adherence to a productivist conception underpinning differentials in access rights. Attitudes to the primacy of landowners to The extent to which the wider community -not merely the landowner -should gain some benefit from privately owned land has long been contested in Great Britain. Struggles around land can be traced back to a fundamental contestation of the right of private individuals to enclose and own lands previously regarded as a resource to be held in common by the community. A linear line of objections can be traced here from the enclosure of common land in the sixteenth century to the 19 th and 20 th century demands for increased opportunities for peaceful enjoyment of the countryside, finally producing a critical mass in favour of reform, in England at least.7 These movements were often associated with a left-wing ideology challenging, if not private control of land itself, then certainly the notion that ownership confers a 'sole and despotic dominion' over the land owned 'in total exclusion of the right of any other individual'.8 A desire to escape the 'dark satanic mills' of growing industrial cities for restorative recreation and an urbanising society's romantic yearning for an agrarian Golden Age, expressed in literary and visual culture, lent further impetus to the emergence of a strong countryside movement. legislation would in respect of certain types of land, but rather gave planning authorities discretionary powers to put in place access rights in defined areas. So if the National Parks whose creation was also enabled by the Act were envisaged as the 'people's playgrounds',12 their designation did not actually guarantee that the public would have the opportunity to enjoy the protected areas as they pleased. Separate legislation provided for the designation of National Parks in Northern Ireland,18 but this power was never actually exercised. Despite legislative convergence, then, the creation of opportunities for non-trespassory access to private land was largely limited to England and Wales.
Renewed divergence in the devolution era
The 21 st century has seen reform of countryside access provision in all four parts of the UK.
The extent of liberalisation, though, has varied considerably, with Northern Ireland's legislators notably unwilling to confer rights upon recreational users at the expense of private landowners. This is in stark contrast with the progress seen towards a 'right to roam' in England, Wales and particularly Scotland. The authors set out to fill this gap in the literature through a qualitative study involving stakeholders with an interest in rural land in Northern Ireland, from various perspectives.
Interviewees were purposively sampled36 on the basis of their knowledge of policy and so as to take in a range of interested sectors. These included government (local and devolved), As the 'further information' column indicates, given the small geographical scale of NI, some have interests in sectors other than their primary affiliation. 
Interviewee Sector Further information

Findings
The research sought to explore and understand the apparent resistance to liberalisation of the access regime in Northern Ireland from the perspective of stakeholders. Three overarching explanations emerged and are discussed by drawing on the participants' words.
A key challenge in interpreting the data was to separate views on the merits of and problems associated with recreational access to private land per se, which remain current even in liberal Scotland,38 from factors explaining the uniquely (within the UK) illiberal policy in Northern Ireland. Participants diverged significantly in their views as to the positive and negative impacts of countryside recreation, the suitability of the current regime in Northern
Ireland and the merits of a more liberal approach. However, striking similarities of views emerged as to why Northern Ireland has such different attitudes to countryside access compared to Great Britain and why this is unlikely to change in the foreseeable future.
Liberalisation of policy in 21 st century Great Britain can be associated with greater acceptance of the desirability of accommodating non-productive uses of rural land as productivist attitudes to the countryside give way to post-productivist and multi-functional conceptions, albeit that the extent to which such a process is occurring has been questioned within recent neo-productivist debates.39 A headline finding is that, in comparison to Great Britain, perceptions of the Northern Ireland countryside remain predominantly productivist, 37 The research was not undertaken from a positivist standpoint, therefore Charmaz's constructivist approach to developing grounded theory was preferred -see K. 
Primacy of private ownership rights
The Explanations for this adherence to the primacy of landowner rights were situated within the historiography of historical claims to land: since 'land ownership was hard won… people are very protective of their rights and privacy' (interview four). Struggles for land form part of the history of both Great Britain and Ireland, but while elites' appropriation of territory in the early modern period was economically significant on both sides of the Irish Sea, in
Ireland this process was intimately linked with displacement of the indigenous population, the 'plantation' of tenants from Great Britain and hence with the centuries-long national struggle.46 Thus, the issue of land control is tied up with recent, still-raw struggles over land ownership culminating in the 'troubles'. For example, participants felt that within stillconflicted space it was only natural that descendants of farmers who had often struggled, literally, for the right to buy their land would be reluctant to cede any control over it. As was noted, 'maybe in GB there's more confidence and they feel they can be a bit more relaxed about letting other people come onto their land' (interview 7). responses, 450 of them were the same letter from the farmers'; no draft legislation was
